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This paper investigates the Cooroy Mill community precinct (Sunshine Coast, 
Queensland), as a case study, seeking to understand the way local dynamics 
interplay and work with the community strengths to build a governance model of best 
fit. As we move to an age of ubiquitous computing and creative economies, the 
definition of public place and its governance take on new dimensions, which – while 
often utilizing models of the past – will need to acknowledge and change to the 
direction of the future. This paper considers a newly developed community precinct 
that has been built on three key principles: to foster creative expression with new 
media, to establish a knowledge economy in a regional area, and to subscribe to 
principles of community engagement. The study involved qualitative interviews with 
key stakeholders and a review of common practice models of governance along a 
spectrum from community control to state control. The paper concludes with a call for 
governance structures that are locally situated and tailored, inclusive, engaging, 
dynamic and flexible in order to build community capacity, encourage creativity, and 
build knowledge economies within emerging digital media cityscapes. 
Keywords: community engagement, governance, urban informatics, creative 
industries, placemaking, knowledge economy, urban planning, public space, media 
city 
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Our study site in regional Queensland is a newly developed community precinct. The 
project aspires to best practice in environmental, building, and landscape design, by 
implementing master plan guidelines and strategies that foster creativity, knowledge, 
and engagement as the three core principles of the development. These three 
aspects align with the three main elements of the precinct: The heritage listed and 
now refurbished Timber Mill with boiler and kilns; an old factory that is now a multi-
arts and interactive media facility; and the newly built library building completed in 
2010 featuring state of the art network and media technology. 
 
The Board was established by the local community and the local government in late 
2004, to advise on the management, planning and development of the site. This 
group has been responsible for creating the strategic vision and implementing the 
master plan. As the construction of the site is being completed, the Board is looking 
for best practice models for the continuing governance of this new interactive 
precinct, and for ways to ensure the local community is engaged not just in decision 
making but also in ongoing activities enabled by the new media facilities. As the 
Board considers the issues associated with the ongoing management of this 
connected place, our paper explores the process of developing a suitable 
governance structure for the management of the interactive media and local 
community spaces. The site calls for a consideration of community engagement 
opportunities afforded by social technology, digital augmentation and locative media, 
that this paper will discuss with a view to allow for future re-interpretations and re-
inventions of the site and its technical facilities by local residents, even after the 
construction process itself has been completed.  
 
After reviewing models of place governance and community capacity, the paper first 
describes the site and its actors or stakeholders, particularly the advocates and 
champions who drive the community and make things happen in creative and 
innovative ways. These are the socio-cultural animators (Foth 2006) who interact 
with local groups such as students from high school, the wood workers’ club, 
community services, the library, business people, and members of the local 
government. 
 
Secondly, analysis of interviews with these socio-cultural animators then informs our 
discussion of a community engagement model that moves through a cycle from 
decision making and active use to reflective feedback. Through this cycle, community 
  
capacity is being built to develop a resilient, capable, informed, and self assured 
community. Three key factors were identified as crucial values in this model, and as 
such also for the precinct’s development and its ability to collaboratively envision its 
future direction. They are: creativity, knowledge, and engagement. Therefore, they 
represent the cornerstones of the governance structure for the site. 
Thirdly, in order to determine the most suitable model of governance, the 
components of three models are compared in light of their best fit with the needs of 
our study site. The first is the Advisory Committee Model, where local government 
takes on the role of management with a community advisory committee providing the 
strategic direction for programming and development. The second is the Not-for-
profit Private management Company with a board of directors – as successfully 
implemented for Bryant Park, New York, USA. Third, we review the Ambassador 
Program – as used in Denver, Colorado. Our comparison evaluates these basic 
models against their compatibility with the site’s aspirations to innovatively employ 
social technology, digital augmentation and locative media for community 
engagement. A question/answer filter system was used to shape a model that 
reflects best practise in open governance, and suits the needs of the local 
community. Further, it is expected that over time the use and management of the 
space will evolve in a dynamic way and according to the lived experience of local 
residents, which the governance structure has to account for. 
Thus our paper presents a working model of place governance that promotes 
community engagement in the management of interactive media and public spaces 
and ultimately, in the development of vibrant connected places. 
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It is said that “about eighty percent of the success of any public space can be 
attributed to its management” and “no matter how good the design of a space is it will 
never become a true place unless it is cared for well” (Kent 2001,13). 
Getting the management and governance of a place right is a vital element therefore 
in determining the success of any place and as relevant for innovative and creative 
precincts as a grocery market. The key being an open engagement with the 
community who will animate and activate the space which Kent & Schwartz call the 
  
“incremental steps that incorporate feedback and accommodate unexpected 
energies and opportunities” (Kent & Schwartz 2001, 10). 
O’Toole and Burdess (2004) highlight the two aspects to governance being; 
“governance as structure and governance as process”. Where governance as 
structure is an organizational or institutional arrangement of actors” and governance 
as process where there are a “myriad of processes” which define how governance 
occurs. O’Toole and Burdess point to a vital question and one that weighs heavily in 
this discussion “can it be assumed that if the organizational structure is ‘right’ that it 
will be a solid governance model, or as the opponents of such a thought suggest: “is 
governance actually the dynamic outcome of social and political actors and therefore 
a dynamic need to be addressed” (O'Toole and Burdess 2004). 
This consideration of the governance function will consider “the totality of 
interactions, in which public as well as private actors participate” (Kooiman 2003). 
Through this process of governance a focus on “creating societal opportunities” is 
sought “attending to the institutions as contexts for these governing interactions; and 
establishing a normative foundation for all those activities” (Kooiman 2003). 
Taking Kooiman’s perspective that “governance can be seen as the totality of 
theoretical conceptions of governing”, (Kooiman 2003) this paper explores the 
relationship between the actors within the community who provide opportunity, 
leadership, innovation and ownership to the question of local governance of the 
Lower Mill site, Cooroy as a case study of innovative, creative, knowledge precincts. 
Both governance as ‘structure’ and governance as ‘process’ should be considered in 
this modeling process. 
There are four key qualities which Kent and Schwarts ascribe to good places, and 
the vision of how these qualities come together to create a place are relevant to the 
construction of a governance model which looks at the longevity, function, capacity 
and appropriateness of the vision. These four key qualities are “accessibility, 
activities, comfort and sociability” (Kent & Schwarts 2001).  
The actors or stakeholders who play leading roles (as well as the minor roles to 
some extent) have a part in developing collective ownership and interplay between 
each other to animate the space and to develop it as it evolves into a place with 
local, community meaning. From the outset these relationships should be 
acknowledged. Kooiman (2003) suggests, “in the governance perspective it is 
  
assumed that governing interactions also have to be reflected in its 
conceptualization” (p3). 
As Kooiman goes on to discuss there are a range of governing efforts or actions that 
involve diverse actors, such as government, business, creatives and community, and 
there is an interplay of actions and roles on several different levels. The process of 
governing and the issues around governance can involve both public and private 
entities “they are frequently shared and governing over various societal actors whose 
relationships with each other are constantly changing.”  
The role of traditional government can be seen to shift to a role of facilitator and as 
co-operating partner” (Kooiman 2003, 2). This shift is inline with trends to see more 
open and accountable government, enhanced by our ready access to information in 
the form of new media that creates an expectation that information is always 
available. It directs government into a role of managing interactions and interplays 
that are required to allow creation, innovation and inspirational places to evolve, 
within the process treating the governing actors on an equal basis. Management 
structure needs to be capable of exerting formalized and authoritative influence in 
order to retain functionality and implement decisions.  
“The governance approach focuses on the interactions taking place between the 
governing actors within social-political situations. These interactions give human 
actions their irreversible and unpredictable character as attempts are made toward 
understanding diversity, complexity and dynamics of these situations.” (Kooiman 
2003, 7). 
A model is proposed that identifies components of social capital such as trust, 
commitment and identity, associationalism, civic participation and collaborative 
problem-solving. These concepts are then theoretically linked to effective 
governance (Veenstra and Lomas 1999). 
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“The ability of a community to respond to problems and, indeed, to take advantage of 
government policies and resources is termed its community capacity. The attainment 
of a level of community capacity is mediated or constrained by conditioning.” 
(Armstrong,Francis and Totikidis 2004, 3). Of particular relevance to the creative 
precinct of the Cooroy Mill Site is the “structure of opportunity” and the “density of 
acquaintance” along with the “distribution of resources”, that is, the means or 
  
strategies to enhance or maintain capacity are the central concerns in the 
development of a suitable governance model. 
Resources alone are not the only measure of success or the determining factor, nor 
do they necessarily mean a higher level of community capacity or “social capital”. It is 
as Armstrong et. al. (2004) point out a combination of factors being the resources, 
networks and characteristics of the place and its networks of actors, along with the 
dynamics that is the bonding, bridging and relationships between these actors or 
interplay between them which determine outcomes. These outcomes can be positive 
or negative and may build community and add to cohesion and productivity or where 
there is a lack of bridging they may have a negative impact and breakdown 
community capacity (Armstrong,Francis and Totikidis 2004, 4). 
It was noted that “the most effective committees were chaired by someone who was 
a ‘champion’ gathering resources from their council, generating a lot of enthusiasm 
from members and chairing committees which were active, met regularly and felt a 
sense of achievement” (Armstrong,Francis and Totikidis 2004, 4). A champion may 
also be in take the role of coordinator or curator who drives activates and energises 
the space, drawing the community and stakeholders with them in the use and 
attachment to the place. 
Cavaye has an interesting reflection on a community approach to governance which 
he calls “Engagement governance”. He sees it as a new way of looking as our 
assumptions, the structures and culture about how we frame or construct the work of 
government, saying “The central perception is the view of government not as a 
“provider”, but as an “enabler” of vibrant communities. In that regard, community 
engagement has the potential not to challenge government, but to enhance it” 
(Cavaye 2004). 
This shifted view is much more about a partnership and shared ownership than a 
dismissal of one or the other as irrelevant or not involved. If this approach were to be 
plotted on Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of participation (see Figure 1), it is reaching for a 
degree of citizen power, partnership, delegated power or possibly even citizen 
control at the highest level. With citizen power comes a sense of involvement, 
engagement and ownership. 
 
 
  
 
Figure 1: Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation 
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Careful planning, creative design and community engagement from the outset 
combine to create an innovative mix of heritage, community facilities and interactive 
digital media in the burgeoning creative precinct of the Lower Mill Site on the 
Sunshine Coast in a small township of Cooroy. The development of the former 
Timber Mill and surroundings aspires to best practise in environmental, building, and 
landscape design, by implementing master plan guidelines and strategies that foster 
creativity, knowledge, and engagement as the three core principles of the 
development. 
The project has brought together a diverse set of stakeholders including the Mill Site 
Board (a local community group formed to preserve the Mill site as a community 
asset and heritage legacy), Queensland University of Technology, Sunshine Coast 
Regional Council, and Arts Queensland through funding administered by the 
Queensland Writers Centre. 
  
Engagement has included a wide range of the community with local school students 
participating in design exercises in Second Life (Mallan et al. 2010; Foth et al. 2009), 
digital heritage narratives recorded from former mill workers (Wiesner et al. 2009), 
and local artists working with the community. 
The case study is the Lower Mill Site in Cooroy, located on the Sunshine Coast 
Hinterland, Queensland, Australia. It was developed as a project in conjunction with 
the Regional Council (the local government), a partner in the grant that supports this 
study. The Regional Council is in the process of redeveloping the Lower Mill Site that 
was formerly used as a timber mill. The vision for the new site is ‘to develop and 
sustain facilities [...] for present and future generations of the community with 
balanced consideration to history, culture, education, arts and economics’ 
(http://lowermillsite.com.au/). The site is now well developed and the master plan has 
seen the development of a new library building, as well as the renovation of heritage-
listed buildings that formed part of the timber mill precinct (Fig. 2, 3, 4). The building 
of a former butter factory, now redesigned as a performing arts centre, is located 
within close proximity and is incorporated into the precinct. The Lower Mill Site will 
eventually house many community groups and has two ‘heritage listed’ buildings 
from the original sawmill as its centrepiece. 
 
Figure 2: Restored Kilns and Woodworkers Cottage. 
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The Mill Board was established by a group of local business and community 
members who saw that the former mill site represented an important opportunity for 
socio-cultural and economic development for the community and that the site should 
be retained in community ownership for the support of the community and as a hub 
of the local region. With a well established arts centre in the refurbished Butter 
Factory adjoining the site it lent itself to a creative arts precinct. The local 
government authority and Mill Board both explored potential uses for the site, being 
particularly keen that the principles of a development informed by the pursuit of 
creativity, innovation and knowledge be employed. 
 
Figure 3: Cooroy Library Model 
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Figure 4: Lower Mill Site Masterplan  
The Council was interested in exploring new ways to engage diverse and traditionally 
under-represented sections of the local community, such as young people. Research 
projects at the site have included involvement of young people from the local school 
becoming involved with the design and planning of the site and their engagement 
with other local stakeholders of the site to share the heritage and future of the site 
(Mallan and Greenaway 2010). 
In addition to the engagement activities at the local high school, the local government 
authority also established an initiative to employ specifically selected artists-in-
residence (called “Neos”) to foster community, culture and commerce – the “3C 
Model”, (McQueenie, 2005). The objectives were to develop local content in various 
forms and with various applications with a focus on local stories, education and 
writing in the digital environment; to innovate in the uses of community spaces and 
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take advantage of the media and community engagement facilities of the Lower Mill 
Site; and to assist in the development of socially engaged creative businesses and 
jobs in the creative industries by employing local and national creative professionals 
from across the disciplines of writing, new media, and community cultural 
development. This initiative, called “Neo-Geography”, was to pilot and evaluate the 
3C model as a way to strategically link communities, creativity and economic 
development in a non-metropolitan area of Australia. 
The Neos work on locally designed community projects based on digital or locative 
media, narrative and writing. Each Neo will define and generate a project which 
engages schools, community groups, local government programs or a range of other 
creative professionals. The specifics of each project will be locally determined by the 
Neos and project partners. The Neos have been based at the library and work with 
local community groups of the Sunshine Coast. While their projects have sought 
creative ways to engage with community and activate a sense of place, there is 
another key aspect of their involvement that revolves around a fundamental new 
understanding of the Arts and that is the issue of entrepreneurship in the creative 
industries. As such, this initiative seeks to redefine the relationship between 
community, culture and commerce in a regional context. 
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The precinct and the projects that have been enacted within the space involve a 
variety of socio-cultural animators (Foth 2006) who interact with local groups such as 
students from high school, the wood workers’ club, community services, the library, 
business people, and members of the local government. There have been several 
animators working with different groups within the community and our study 
undertook to interview several of these hands-on creative practitioners about how 
they see the management of the precinct evolving and how those governance 
structures serve to activate the place and engage the local community. These 
“voices” make visible the soft infrastructure of the precinct which is just as relevant as 
the buildings and digital media infrastructure in understanding how the precinct is 
evolving. 
Strong themes about the accessibility, cost versus community and curation of the site 
emerged. Also issues such as the energy and personality of the appointed manager 
at any point in time took a more prominent focus than which entity – government or 
  
private – was in control. This concentration of the process rather than structure was 
consistent amongst the Neos working in the precinct.  
“the whole precinct should have an artistical [sic] creative director I would think” 
“but an overall director for the whole precinct that didn’t have a single agenda for 
visual arts or music performance but was across the spectrum... as far as delivering 
a creative program for the precinct.” 
The dynamic of the curator or manager was identified as vital for a centre’s vibrancy 
beyond the facilities or funding. It was noted that there had been an earlier curator for 
the Butter Factory art space who had been able to do wonderful things. 
“were you there when Rosemary was there? Wasn’t she great! ….. we used to go out 
in the middle of the night, no the middle of winter for concerts and things, and there 
were no facilities whatsoever and now it’s all offices and bookings and I don’t know 
it’s just not a vibrant place”  
Another element of the prior success of the Butter factory was the community 
involvement and ownership. The next quote also identifies another issue for the 
governance and management process that is the values of being community driven 
and that the loss of ‘burn-out’: 
“people in that community ran the space, and it had lots of problems because it never 
had any funding and people got burnt out, but it always was a really creative space, it 
was a place where artists met, where artists were involved, and where lots of 
creative things happened” 
The potential for media technology precincts like Cooroy to be a hub for the 
community and an opportunity for youth and community to access technology in new 
and exciting ways was noted by respondents along with the dangers of limiting 
accessibility or letting dollar determinants exclude those least able to pay. One 
respondent observed:  
“that’s obviously the biggest issue for managing a venue like that in a regional area.. 
is that accessibility factor … especially young people who have.. great opportunity to 
get in there and use this equipment but it gets booked out by all these other people.” 
There was a general sense amongst respondents that the overall project as it had 
been developed and implemented so far was positive. 
  
“It’s been great for Cooroy and I do see a lot of positives things in the library. I know I 
am critical of the design it could have been done much better, but, uhm for that small 
community to have a fabulous library like that, the library has been wonderful a lot 
more people reading books a lot more kids being there in the afternoon, kids just 
come there because they want to play games on the computer…. “ 
The attraction of technology for young people was also a common theme and 
supported by respondents. The sites ability to attract and provide for young people 
was seen as its strength and part of the value that it adds to the community. Also 
more generally the value to a wider community was strongly espoused along with the 
potential for the precinct to be a place for community and youth. 
“I would like to see it as more of a community space where … youth groups could 
accessibly go and do performances and workshops there” 
The potential of the site and the new spaces created within in it was commonly 
articulated in a very optimistic light: 
“it is heading in the right direction it will be interesting to see where it goes in the next 
couple of years” 
“The space itself is a example of what I would like to see on the Sunshine coast, 
which is more buildings like that which are open to the community. I think it is a prime 
example of what we want, and I just love it.” 

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The traditional method of managing community spaces in Australia has been within a 
local government structure, utilising an advisory committee model. This structure 
would involve a committee consisting of community representatives of the identified 
stakeholders or actors. The level of involvement in the day-to-day management 
varies depending on the level of authority or delegation that the Council affords the 
group. The advisory board sends recommendations back to council for authoritative 
decisions to be made and maintenance costing and management is handled within 
the Council business. It is interesting to note that the J Arts Precinct, a local 
government run facility within the same region as Cooroy, was seen to have allowed 
the pressures of financial returns and measures of return for money drive the 
management and programming of the site. 
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The second model is the not-for-profit private management company model. This 
model has been very successfully implemented in Bryant Park, New York. It see the 
development of a company which is accountable to all aspects of maintenance and 
programming of the park and its activities. But using this model the concerns of daily 
management including raising funds falls to the corporation. The viability of the 
‘space’ will depend to some degree on the entrepreneurial abilities of the members of 
the board and their connections. This push into the competitive sphere of economic 
returns is not necessarily a negative but must be weighed in light of the concerns 
raised by respondents about the loss of the community accessibility in the pursuit of 
economic viability. Creating opportunities for the inexperienced artist or sound 
engineer or other creative taking the initiative to use the space carries a risk factor 
higher than the well established experienced performer, but encouraging that talent, 
can stretch boundaries of creativity and push innovation in new directions. The risk 
with the not-for-profit model is that financial pressures could result in limitations. 
The Ambassador model is another governance model for community space that is 
used in Denver, Colorado. The ambassador program is managed under the The 
Downtown Denver Partnership, Inc. that defines itself as “a non-profit business 
organization that creatively plans, manages and develops Downtown Denver as the 
unique, diverse, vibrant and economically healthy urban core of the Rocky Mountain 
region” structured in a similar way to a main street program or local business people 
collectively form a community organisation to develop or encourage a collective 
support their local community and economy. The ambassador program is a sub-
program or falls under the umbrella of the Downtown Partnership as a community 
feedback committee. 
The following matrix provides a means of displaying the values and strategic 
objectives for a project and weighing them against the potential models for 
comparison.  
Strategic 
Objectives 
Council -
Management under 
Community Assets 
Ambassador 
Program: supported 
management 
Not-for-Profit 
Model: self 
managed 
Community 
Involvement in 
management 
Limited to identified 
stakeholders – 
additional measure 
required if further 
community 
involvement is 
required 
Ambassadors see 
there role as 
connecting with the 
community and 
feeding back 
community needs to 
council or not-for 
Community Run – 
community 
empowered. Need to 
ensure it is not 
hijacked by vested 
interests 
  
profit organisation - 
mediators 
Feedback 
mechanism 
Formally through 
council –letters, 
councillors, 
community 
representative, 
addressing meetings 
Via ambassadors, to 
committee,  
To company, 
through formalised 
feedback channel, 
through membership 
of NFP 
Community 
access and 
ownership 
Councils/ Local 
Governments often 
seen as disconnected 
to community. Would 
need to actively work 
at building community 
connection and 
ownership 
Sense of link to 
space and 
ambassadors actively 
trying to build 
connection and 
ownership 
Highest level of 
community 
ownership – 
opportunity to ‘buy in 
and support’ 
Community 
Energy – 
personality to 
take on the role 
Need to seek right 
person – energy 
within Council 
framework, no 
community control on 
selection or direction 
of Council staff 
Group of people can 
support and energise 
each other 
Need to seek right 
person in a project 
management, 
capacity. There is 
scope to build a 
team with energy 
and commitment 
Government 
Responsibility 
High  medium Low 
Financial 
returns 
Need to see financial 
returns and value for 
money needs a 
measure to report 
back to council 
Role as a community 
facility clearly 
established – 
financial viability and 
accountability still 
relevant 
Seek sponsorship 
and support, 
financial viability of 
activities. Push to 
creative 
entrepreneurial and 
financial return. 
Further 
development of 
& Commitment 
to Technology 
Depends on Council 
commitment – subject 
to change with re-
election 
Can be built into 
ambassador 
structure 
Can be strongly 
supported as focus, 
will depend on which 
parties for the N-F-P. 
Identity of the 
site – Branding 
Would need to 
consciously develop 
branding, specific to 
site and separate to 
council – especially 
given the large 
regional nature of 
council 
Ambassadors can be 
part of the branding 
process. Strong word 
of mouth connections 
Strong emphasis put 
on Branding and 
specific unique 
identity 
Activity at the 
site 
Programmed and 
managed within 
Council 
Ambassadors seek 
out community input 
for programming 
Constant need for 
activity to justify 
company and its 
relevance  
Table 1: Evaluation Matrix 
  
 
More questions could be added to this matrix and it should closely identify the aims, 
visions, objectives or goals of the space to be governed. Stakeholders and 
community should have a lead role in assessment of the matrix outcomes and 
weighting of the comparative boxes. The end result may be to hybridise or massage 
one model to the best fit for the particular circumstances. 
Cooroy Mill Board have chose incorporate their Mill Board and utlising the energy 
and commitment to the site that this group first initiated to direct the future of the site. 
The Council has been a major support in this process and while there are council 
officers on the incorporating board it is also strongly represented by many different 
stakeholders within the community. The drive to see this site connecting with the 
community of Cooroy and moving it into an exciting future is prominent within the 
group. 
 “there is just the last block left, we want to see some knowledge based development 
there….. a partnership with a uni would be great” 
By incorporating and working as a not-for –profit group, they are able to generate 
funding and activities to ensure that the vision of the place is maintained as well as 
its economical sustainability. 
	
“The community has grown up, the community has gotten bigger, the community has 
grown up” (study respondent). 
Communities do change and the needs and requirements of a place will also change, 
in the age of digital, ubiquitous computing some of these changes are occurring at an 
“dizzying velocity ” (McQuire 2008 p.3). But some fundamental elements of good 
communities and good places remain the same. Building community capacity to 
support itself, to encourage creativity, innovation and build knowledge, still remains a 
vital component of an engaged and healthy community. It can be seen however that 
whichever model of governance a community chooses the role of governance as 
process and governance as structure should be taken into account. Governance 
should also be open to engage and communicate with community, not always in 
terms of structure but certainly in terms of the process. There are new and creative 
ways that new media are being used or could be used that provide a means opening 
  
up discussion and engaging underrepresented or disinclined community groups but 
that is an area for further research not within the scope of this work. 
Further it is expected that over time the use and management of the space will 
further evolve in a dynamic way and according to lived experience, which the 
governance structure has to account for. Whichever governance model is suited as a 
best fit needs to incorporate a system of review and flexibility to take on these 
opportunities and embrace their potential. 
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